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parrison Helped Extend Freedom of Speech t „ 


To the Editor: 

Your Oct. 22 obituary of former 
New Orleans District Attorney Jim 
Garrison omits perhaps the most sig- 
nificant contribution of his public life. 
Well before the investigation of John 
F. Kennedy’s assassination, Mr. Gar- 
rison won a vital battle for free 
speech and criticism of government. 

During his attempts to limit vice on 
New Orleans's Bourbon Street, Mr. 
Garrison angrily charged that some 
local judges were corrupt. The State 
of Louisiana prosecuted him for 
criminal libel, which is roughly de- 
fined as a malicious defamation. 

Mr. Garrison appealed his convic- 
tion to the United States Supreme 
Court. The Court overturned the con- 
viction, and in doing so held that 
criminal libel of public officials could 
be punished only if the speaker knew 
he was wrong or acted with reckless 


disregard of the truth. This decision 
extended to criminal libel the stand- 
ard for civil libel announced in New 
York Times Company v. Sullivan. 

Justice William J. Brennan Jr., in 
writing for the Court, stated: "De- 
bate on public issues will not be unin- 
hibited if the speaker must run the 
risk that it will be proved in court that 
he spoke out of hatred; even if he did 
speak out of hatred, utterances hon- 
estly believed contribute to the free 
interchange of ideas and the ascer- 
tainment of truth." 

Mr. Garrison thus made possible 
his own subsequent criticism of the 
Government and, indeed, provided, 
protection for critics of his own offi- 
cial conduct. Jim Mitchell 

Louisville, Ky., Oct. 22, 1992 
The writer is an anchorman for 
WAVE-TV News. 




